CHAPTER III
SIR WALTER RALEGH
NOTHING, perhaps, is more remarkable with regard to Sir
Walter Ralegh's1 literary career than the fact that a man of his
nature should have won for himself a place in the history of
letters. He was, pre-eminently, a man of action, a man who loved
the stir and bustle of life, the excitement of adventure; and his
proud, ambitious character made him keen to play a foremost
part in the affairs of the world. But his intellectual activity was
as great as his physical energy. Neither his mind nor his body
could rest All the periods of enforced leisure in his life he used
for study or writing; yet the chance of an active enterprise could
always win him away from his books.
At the age of 14 or 15, Ralegh, who was born in 1552, at
Hayes Barton, Budleigh, Devon, went to Oxford, where he stayed
for about three years. According to Anthony h Wood,* he became
the ornament of the juniors, and a proficient in oratory and
philosophy.' He passed from Oxford quickly to seek more stirring
adventures in the Huguenot army in France. But, wherever he
went, he was gathering knowledge. Sir Robert Naunton says 'he
was an indefatigable reader, whether by sea or land, and none of
the least observers both of men and the times.' On his sea voyages,
he took always a trunk of books with him, and spent the long
hours, when he had nothing to divert him, in reading. He is said,
by an early biographer, to have slept but five hours, so as to gain
daily four hours for reading. His knowledge of literature helped,
no doubt, to give him that command of words, that incisive way
of stating a question which called Elizabeth's attention to him
when he discussed Irish affairs over the council table with lord
Grey. He had, says Naunton, *a strong natural wit and a better
judgment, with a bold and plausible tongue, whereby he could set
out his parts to the best advantage.* He retained a decided Devon-
shire accent all his life; but his parliamentary speeches were
distinguished by good style and pointed utterance. He seems
1 Balegh's name may be found spelt in some seventy different ways. His own
signature varied very considerably till 1584, after which'he used no other signature
bat Ralegh; he never used the common modern form Ealeigh. His pronunciation of
his name is dear from the faot that in his early days he often wrote Bauley,